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Voices in Michigan Literacy:
Carol Fenner: A Storyteller's Legacy
BY JEAN

E.

BROWN
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ne of the surest ways to identify good storytellers is by observing them as they listen to others. The
attention they pay, the time they invest, and the involvements they demonstrate epitomize active listening. Carol Fenner, a woman with many interests and talents, was a great listener. Six years ago, she
visited my young adult literature class and later spoke to an audience of graduate students and teachers. During
her talk, she showed her early picture books and talked about her Newbery Honor Book, Yolonda s Genius. She
also told how she came to write Randall s War. She described her experiences as an actress, a dancer, a publicist,
as well as an illustrator, in addition to her experiences as a highly regarded author of books for young
people. Her stories were wonderful and
engaging, but mostly I was impressed.(.
not only by what she said, but by
how she listened and responded
._..~~il_..-.
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as she interacted with members of
the audience. I watched as she
deftly responded to each question, focusing on the questioner
while never losing contact with
the audience as a whole. Later,
she responded one-on-one as
she signed books, attending to the
conversations as closely as she
Fenner
had focused on the audience's questions. Carol
Fenner's gifts as a great storyteller were heightened
by her skills as an intense listener, and her observational talents enhanced by her illustrator's eye. Her
stories were tapestries, rich with sensory images,
populated with memorable characters and lively plots.

When Carol Fenner died in February 2002, she left
a slim, yet remarkably rich, collection of work that
introduces readers to unforgettable characters who are
embroiled in dynamic situations. It is her memorable
characters who represent the cornerstones of Fenner's
literary legacy. Unfortunately, her work has not
received the wide readership it deserves. The lion's
share of recognition of her work goes to Yolonda s
Genius. While her other books are highly regarded,
they have not received as wide attention. Certainly,
that can, in part, be attributed to Yolonda s Genius
being a Newbery honor book, recognition that is
most deserved; however, her two other middle grade
novels, Randall s Wall and The King of the Dragons,
are every bit as memorable. In two of her books for
middle grade readers, her protagonists are both boys
who are alienated from their society and essentially
alone. Randall, in Randall s Wall, is neglected and
shunned; Ian, the protagonist of The King of the
Dragons, is isolated and deserted. In each case, these
characters are the victims of familial disintegration.

Jean E. Brown is chair of the Alliance for the Study
Note: Instead of an interview for this summer's
Michigan Reading Journal, we asked Jean Brown,
a former Michigan educator, to write a memorial
to Carol Fenner, a Newbery Honor Medalist and
Battle Creek, Michigan, resident who died of
cancer in February 2002.
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and Teaching ofAdolescent Literature (ASTAL) at
Rhode Island College. A past president of the Michigan
Council of Teachers of English, she is currently on the
executive boards ofALAN, the New England Association
of Teachers of English (NEATE), and the Rhode Island
Council of Teachers of English. She and co-author
Elaine C. Stephens will have their 11th book, Your
Reading from NCTE, published in the fall. She can be
reached at jebrown@ric.edu.
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The protagonists of these two books, Randall and Ian,
like Yolonda, are being raised essentially by a single
parent. But that is where the similarity ends. Yolonda's mother is employed, responsible, and dedicated
to her children. Randall's mother is abused, ill, and
unable to cope with life, let alone make appropriate
decisions for her children. Randall's abusive father
appears and disappears with puzzling irregularity and
ultimately ends up in prison for attempted murder.
While he lives with his mother and his sibling in a
totally dysfunctional family, Randall has to fend for
himself. Ian's mother is dead as is the loving grandmother with whom he lived for most of his life. After
her death, Ian lives with his father and experiences the
transient life of the homeless. His father, a Vietnam
veteran, has never recovered from the emotional
wounds he suffered in the war. Ian is alone in the
old and abandoned Hall of Justice, where he and his
father have been living. His father has been gone for
several days. Like Randall, Ian is on his own.
Both of these characters share a sense of self-protection that serves to buffer their encounters with a
hostile world. Ian and Randall are outsiders who have
learned to be watchful of others. They are survivors
because they each have inner resources that help them
to cope with an environment rife with mine fields.

He [Randall] began to wish for his wall. He
began to dream of his wall and how no one
could touch him through it. (1991, p. 8)
Randall learns very early to create a wall in his mind
as a defense from those who judge him because of his
hygiene. Randall, the unwashed, the shunned, and the
ridiculed, is a boy whose wall protects him from those
who judge without ever knowing him. He is memorable because while he is a wounded by his family's
poverty and dysfunction, he is also a survivor. Behind
the barrier of his "wall," Randall finds escape and
solace in drawing, and he has a remarkable talent.
Randall has staying power because he evokes genuine
caring and empathy from readers and he reminds us of
how easy it is to look away and never see the Randalls
of this world. Fenner helps readers to recognize that
to ignore Randall is to miss out on his talent and
his unique way of capturing the world around him.

SUMMER

Randall is a survivor who creates a refuge for himself
by erecting a barrier or wall around himself that keeps
everyone at distance. His self-protective posture is
"enhanced" by his poor hygiene. He is filthy and
smells. He wears second-hand clothes that need to be
washed, and he is covered by bites. But as the wall
keeps hurtful others out, it also contains Randall in a
world of his own creation.
In contrast with the public ridicule that Randall
experiences, Ian is invisible. His father has tutored
him in the stealth activities of the homeless.

He looked around to see if there was any
more abandoned food. ... He began to do
his invisible trick. It was something his
dad had taught him-how to blend with his
surroundings; how to become a part of any
place. He loosened his jacket, He looked
casually around the restaurant as if he were
checking for a parent; he assumed a bored
expression. (1998, p. 23)
Ian has learned his father's lessons well. He is able
to forage for food, leaving and returning to the
courthouse without detection. The courthouse, as
a historic site, has retained running water and heat
so Ian has a relatively secure temporary "home."
Again it is Fenner's skillful storytelling that makes
this urban survival story feasible. By its nature, The
King of the Dragons is a survival story in which Ian
must overcome the challenges of his environment, by
maintaining a safe shelter and keeping himself clean
and fed. Ian's perseverance and wily management of
his environment make him a survivor.
As Randall has his wall for protection, the courthouse
symbolically is Ian's wall. While Randall's refuge
is in his mind and art, Ian's is within the temporary
home when his father leaves him. While Fenner has
created independence and self-reliance in both of
these characters, she also deftly demonstrates the
importance of human contact and the kindness of
others.
When Carol Fenner spoke to my students she told
them about how she came to tell the story of Randall.
During a school visit she had observed a boy who was
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dirty and isolated. That made her think about what his
story might be, and Randall was born. When Fenner
created a character to make connection with Randall,
she used a neighbor and young friend as the model for
the character of Jean Neary. Jean is just about to take
on a bully at the bus stop when Randall intercedes for
her. Jean is grateful because he kept her "from killing
Georgie" (p.28). Randall took a significant step in
breaking through his wall enough to warn Georgie
away; however, it was the response of the blunt,
outspoken Jean who helps him to open a passage out
of his wall. She helps him to make connections with
his uncle and to use her parents' bathroom to get
cleaned up. Jean is willing to take on an unpopular
cause in Randall; she is her own person. Her actions
propel the story to its conclusion because she connects
with Randall and helps him to emerge from behind
his wall. His teacher discovers his artistic talent, and
Jean's mother helps Randall to get a scholarship at the
local art museum.
While rejection and his wall separate Randall from
those around him, invisibility separates Ian. When his
courthouse is renovated and made into an art gallery,
Ian watches from his hiding places on the second
floor. He is an observer, unknown to those who are
preparing the space for the gallery with an activity
area for kids. Increasingly, Ian is fascinated by their
activities and by the people who are working downstairs. The gallery will open with an exhibition of
kites from all around the world. Ian is intrigued with
the kites and wants to learn all he can about them.
In an interesting twist, Fenner reintroduces the
character of Jean Neary from Randall s Wall. Now a
17-year-old and a school dropout, Jean is still outspoken. Her mother is the head of the gallery project, and
Jean is working with the team to prepare the exhibit.
As the one young person working there, Jean interests
Ian, and he wants to get to know her. Ian claims to
be in the courthouse to volunteer his time when he
is discovered there one morning. As a volunteer, he
gets to learn more about the kites. More importantly,
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he connects with Jean, and they work together. Once
again, as with Randall, Jean Neary reaches out and
makes a difference by connecting with Ian. Jean, like
Ian, is struggling to sort out her world, so they both
benefit from the bond between the two of them.
As a storyteller, Carol Fenner's greatest strength was
her ability to create characters who demonstrate their
vulnerabilities without being victims. Her characters
have an inner resilience and perseverance. Both
Randall and Ian are memorable characters who evoke
compassion and caring from readers. They are a part
of the rich legacy that Carol Fenner left behind.
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